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ObituaryMarie T. Filbin: In MemoriamMarie T. Filbin: 1955–2014Marie T. Filbin, Distinguished Professor of
Biology at Hunter College in New York
City, died on January 15, 2014 while
visiting her family in Ireland. Following
some early breakthrough work on the
biochemistry of peripheral myelination,
Marie’s most significant scientific contri-
butions were in the understanding of
the molecular mechanisms of the inhibi-
tion of axonal growth and the facilitation
of axonal regeneration. Marie was a
passionate and highly effective advocate
for research in spinal cord injury and a tire-
less campaigner on behalf of patients with
spinal cord disease, with some of whom
she developed a deeply caring and life-
long personal relationship. Marie was the
very antithesis of a ‘‘stuffy’’ scientist—
she lived her life with flair and style, infec-
tious charm, great (and occasionally irrev-
erent) good humor, passion for her work,
devotion to her friends and family, and
was a remarkable mentor to her students.
Marie Therese Filbin was born in 1955 in
the town of Lurgan, Northern Ireland,
where her family had been in business
for generations. She attended the Univer-
sity of Bath, where she received a PhD in
Biochemistry in 1981 for work on the char-
acterization of nicotinic acetylcholine re-
ceptors in the locust. In 1982, she moved
to the University of Maryland for postdoc-
toral training without (she admitted) much
detailed career planning but driven by
a strong sense of adventure and discov-
ery. The move to Baltimore proved fortu-
itous, however, when in 1984 she joined
Gihan Tennekoon in the Department of
Neurology at Johns Hopkins. In a seminal
paper published with Dr. Tennekoon,
Marie showed that that the tightly wound
myelin leaflets that surround peripheral
nerves are bound together by P0, the
most abundant myelin protein, which
functions as a hemophilic adhesion mole-
cule (Filbin et al., 1990). At Hopkins, Marie
was exposed to a group of researchers
and clinicians with a strong interest in dis-
orders of myelin in the peripheral and cen-
tral nervous systems, and this experience
helped to shape the direction of her future
career. It was also a time during which she
cemented some of the strongest and
longest bonds of friendship and collabo-ration that would remain throughout
her life.
In 1990, Marie moved to New York City
to take a faculty position in the Biology
Department at Hunter College, the flag-
ship institution of the City College of
New York system. She continued to
work on P0 in her own lab for the next
several years, defining the conditions
necessary for P0 to mediate myelin adhe-
sion—including demonstrating that the
protein needs to interact with the myelin
cytoskeleton, directly or indirectly, for pe-
ripheral myelin adhesion to take place. As
she began to focus on the integrated role
of different myelin proteins during the pro-
cess of remyelination, Marie became
aware of the molecular dissonance be-
tween the mechanisms of axonal re-
growth and remyelination. At this point,
her focus changed to the role of inhibitory
molecules within the white matter of the
CNS that retard or prevent neural regen-
eration. She was the first to show that
myelin-associated glycoprotein (MAG)—
a transmembrane protein in both the cen-
tral and peripheral nervous system—is an
important inhibitor of neurite growth after
injury (Mukhopadhyay et al., 1994). After
several meticulous and elegant papers
aimed at elucidating underlying mecha-
nisms, she eventually showed that the
inhibitory effect of MAG is mediated
through the NoGo receptor (Domeniconi
et al., 2002). Realizing that myelin is pre-
sent in varying degrees in any in vivo sys-Neurotem in which regeneration occurs after
injury, Marie’s growing multinational lab
focusedmost of its efforts on investigating
molecular manipulations that enhance
axonal regrowth in the presence of
myelin inhibition. Her primary finding that
increasing levels of endogenous cAMP
could neutralize the natural inhibitory ef-
fects of other molecules (Cai et al., 2001)
was highly controversial at the time but is
now considered to be a major break-
through. For this work, she was awarded
the Ameritech Prize in 2001 and shortly
thereafter received a prestigious Javits
Investigator Award from the NIH. Within
the past decade, much of Marie’s work
concentrated on experimental manipula-
tions that might be more immediately use-
ful in treating spinal cord injury in human
subjects and thus moved toward in vivo
models both in her own lab and in collabo-
ration with many other labs using compli-
mentary injurymodels (Pearseet al., 2004).
At Hunter College, a primarily under-
graduate institution not known for its
vibrant research program, Dr. Filbin found
a wonderful environment in which she
could develop her career with the full sup-
port and encouragement of the adminis-
tration. Although given the opportunity to
move several times, she chose not to
because she recognized the special envi-
ronment that Hunter provided both her
and her trainees. Marie was proud to
represent Hunter in the international
research community and as its represen-
tative, her face, for a time, decorated the
sides of New York City buses, a distinc-
tion that few of us can claim, to her great
delight and the amusement of her friends.
At Hunter, Marie was the long-term Direc-
tor of the NIH-sponsored Specialized
Neuroscience Research Program (SNRP),
which supports research at institutions
with a high enrollment of minority stu-
dents and has been instrumental in raising
the general profile of research at the insti-
tution and launching the scientific careers
of many. Her own lab became a ‘‘mini
United Nations,’’ carrying the faces and
names from the melting pot of ethnicities
drawn to Hunter; each of them became
absorbed into her lab family, as a member
of which they were expected to work asn 82, May 7, 2014 ª2014 Elsevier Inc. 509
Marie as science ambassador and local transport celebrity
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for them and went to unusual lengths to
promote their work and careers and pro-
vide them the support they needed to
succeed in science.
Marie expected the same high stan-
dards of her students and collaborators
that she demanded of herself; she was
direct, honest, and famously blunt in her
scientific dealings. On review panels, she
was a staunch champion for grants she
believed in and regularly gave the benefit
of the doubt to young scientistswith ambi-
tion and vision. She was remarkably
generous with her time and her heart and
showed tremendous concern for the wel-
fare of her students—one of whom she
nursed (in locoparentis) througha terminal
illness. In the case of another, she suc-
cessfully campaigned to have an immedi-
ate deportation order rescinded, which
required her to put together in short order
a coalition of senior scientists and politi-
cians willing to support her position, and
she made several court appearances on
the student’s behalf.
Marie maintained close and frequent
contact with her family in Ireland as with
her friends in many parts of the world,510 Neuron 82, May 7, 2014 ª2014 Elsevier Iand over the years, she accumulated a
large collection of godchildren who
adored her. About 15 years ago, on a
whim, Marie bought a West Highland
terrier and christened him McDuff;
although he barked frequently at imagi-
nary intruders spotted through her living
room window, he brought her great joy
and was her constant companion at
home and at work. Marie loved the vitality
of New York City—its food, art, theater,
and, particularly, its people. She enjoyed
entertaining and was a wonderful hostess
and an enthusiastic and exacting cook.
Her apartment had a revolving door that
welcomed colleagues and friends from
across the globe. She did not believe in
the value of ‘‘beauty sleep,’’ perhaps
because she did not need it. If the phase
had not become such a cliche´, you might
say that she was the life and soul of the
party. Nevertheless, Marie was certainly
reluctant to ‘‘call it a night’’ if there was at
least one other person present who
believed the night was still young. Having
kept cancer at bay for over a decade, dur-
ing the last few years of her life as her dis-
ease progressed, she became more and
more disabled, and yet she bore thisnc.burden with grace, courage, good humor,
and optimism. Marie was a passionate
and accomplished scientist who lived a
full and spirited life in which all who knew
her were blessed by her warm smile and
kind heart. Because she loved poetry, in
particular the work of Seamus Heaney,
this is for Marie:
Late August, given rain and sun
For a full week, the blackberries would ripen.
At first, just one, a glossy purple clot
Among others, red, green, hard as a knot.
You ate the first one and its flesh was sweet
Like thickened wine: summer’s blood was in it
Leaving stains upon the tongue and lust for
Picking. Then red ones inked up and that hunger
Sent us out with milk-cans, pea tins, jam-pots
Where briars scratched andwet grass bleached our
boots.
(From Blackberry-Picking by Seamus Heaney)
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